
Light. Many beads lose color after exposure to light. To test for light fastness, place 
a small number of your beads in a sunny window for two weeks. Then check their 
color against the original color. Put the beads back in the window for an additional 
four weeks and compare again. If there is no fading after six weeks, the beads are 
very light resistant and can be used for window hangings or pieces that will be under 
intense display lights for long periods of time.

Chemical. Many bead colors will strip out or change through chemical reaction. 
Be sure to test your beads in several ways. I usually test my beads with perfume (con-
tains lacquer or alcohol) and nail polish remover (contains acetone). I also test beads 
with detergent if the item will be laundered, and have even attached beads to dry 
cleaning if a fi nished piece will someday be dry-cleaned. To see how well surface fi n-
ishes hold, I have dropped beads into gasoline, worn beads in chlorinated swimming 
pools, and showered with beads. The rule of thumb is, “torture your beads in the 
way they will be used.” So, if you want to give a bracelet to a friend who swims every 
day, be sure to test the beads in chlorine. If your friend wears perfume every day, 
spray sample beads with denatured alcohol, a common perfume ingredient.
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T he beads looked wonderful in the shop. The colors went together beautiful-
ly and you could visualize the perfect project in your mind. You purchased 
them, took them home, and started work on a bracelet for your best friend. 
As you worked on it, the colors started to change—the copper was less in-

tense, the purple turned gray, and the gold looked like patchwork in a certain light. 
The perfect gift was now less than perfect and you were devastated.

Has something similar happened to a project of yours? Here’s how to tell what your 
beads will do for you—torture them!

Not all beads are created equal. Some beads have the color infused into the glass 
and are very stable. Other beads have a variety of surface treatments, which body 
chemistry can alter dramati cally. Does this mean you should never use a “fugitive” 
or dyed bead? No. It only means that you need to be careful about the kind of proj-
ects you use these beads for. A “fugitive” bead is best used in pieces like earrings that 
don’t receive a lot of friction or contact with body acidity. For pieces that do get this 
treatment such as bracelets and  anklets, use a permanently-colored bead.

Some beads will fade through exposure to light (sunlight or intense light such as 
daily exposure to fl uorescence). Obviously, those beads won’t do well in a window 
hanging or beaded lampshade. Other beads change over time, as you can see in the 
tarnish of a silver-lined bead. Tarnish is what helps an antique bead look old, so if 
you love antique handbags you’ll value silver-lined beads for that very effect. Enjoy 
the fact that your beads are not static over time!

How can you tell which beads will react in which manner? Here’s a lesson in 
 torturing your beads.
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Friction. Friction occurs just by wearing a piece of jewelry. To test for colorfast-
ness under friction, put a small number of beads in a clean, white cloth. Add a small 
amount of hand lotion and rub the beads vigorously. Is there any color residue in 
the cloth? If so, these beads are not friction  resistant.

All beads are beautiful, and all beads can and should be used in beading projects. 
Don’t allow the fact that a bead is not color-resistant to change your mind about 
 loving it, just use it for an appropriate project. And keep this in mind: You get what 
you pay for. The more you pay for a metallic bead, the more likely it is that gold 
has been added to the mix for increased color retention. Also consider that nature 
doesn’t paint in solid opaque bands of color. Nature uses a variety of shades. So 
don’t shy away from using dyed beads—they may create the effect you really want 
by  providing blended colors.

Here’s what to watch out for in particular beads.
Regular opaque or transparent. Fine in most circumstances. Reds, 

pinks, and purples may fade with light or chemicals.
Dyed opaque or transparent. Will change color with friction and body 

chemistry. Some colors may also be light sensitive.
Rainbow opaque or transparent. The rainbow coating usually resists 

change but light and friction may change the bead color.
Galvanized. A wonderful bead, but a problem in every category. Test, test, 

and test these beads!
Gold lustre or metallic. Usually stable. Body chemistry may strip the color 

from gold lustre beads, but metallic beads are usually very colorfast.
Color-lined. The exterior colors are usually stable, but the interior colors can 

be fugitive, rubbing out as you pass your thread through. Pinks and purples can be 
very light sensitive and fade quickly.

Lustre. If the bead is not a dyed lustre, it will be fairly colorfast. Dyed lustre 
beads are subject to fading from friction and chemicals.

Metal-plated. The true 22kt, 24kt, and other metal-plated beads are subject 
to the normal aging processes of metal. Copper-plated beads will turn brown over 
time (as pennies do), and true silver will tarnish. Gold will hold up very well and is 
very chemically resistant.

Matte. Matte beads are subject to a specifi c color’s problems. Also, the matting 
process will often make the bead more fragile and sometimes sharpen the edge so the 
bead will cut thread easier than the non-matted version.

Pearl or ceylon. These beads are extremely light- and chemical-sensitive and 
are very prone to fading.

Supra pearl. These beads are very stable against light and chemicals.
Stone. Some stones have been irradiated to intensify their color, and will often 

fade under light and/or heat conditions.  y

Contact Sandi via e-mail at BeadStorm@aol.com.

You can spray the surface of your beads with 
short bursts of clear Krylon™ paint spray to 
keep the colors that are susceptible to friction 
intact. Of course, this  remedy doesn’t help at 
all for color fade problems. The very best so-
lution for color fade is to test the beads and 
use them in suitable projects.

T I P

Dyed grape rubbed in lotion.
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